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There are two ways to write about
a branch of science for an
audience of non-scientists; one is
to try and make the audience
understand the basic principles of
the subject, the other is to
entertain them by a rapid
succession of pieces of
information. Steve Jones’s latest
book falls firmly into the second
category. Given that the subject is
the biology of the human male,
there is of course no shortage of
opportunities for amusement as
well as instruction. While Jones
has many good things to say, he
often does not spend long
enough over a topic for the reader
to get their mind round it.
There are also some irritating
small errors, such as confusing
the 30 Years War with the 100
Years War (p.35), and getting the
genders of the French and
German words for death wrong
(p.260). I also found the frequent
straining after jokes annoying.
What is the book about? In the
preface, Jones refers to Charles
Darwin’s The Descent of Man and
Selection in Relation to Sex, a
work which is still well worth
reading by anyone interested in
the biology of sexual
reproduction. Jones’s aim is to
explore ‘many of the questions
raised by Darwin’ (p.3), and he
successfully covers these and
more. Chapter 1 starts with some
of the basic biology of sexual
reproduction, pointing out that
the fundamental distinction
between the sexes is the numbers
and sizes of the gametes they
produce (many and small versus
few and large). At the chapter’s
end he writes that this distinction
evolved a billion or more years
ago, without presenting any
evidence. Some ideas on the
origins of sex and of eggs and
sperm are presented as
established facts, when in reality
they are among several contested
alternatives.
In between, he covers the
control of sexual development by
sex chromosomes, but without
explaining the nature of
chromosomes, genes or DNA, and
without a single diagram. He
draws attention to the puzzle of
the genetic degeneracy of the Y
chromosome, and attributes it to
its lack of genetic recombination
(p.17). But again, no evidence is
described, and the difficult
problem of the evolutionary
advantage of genetic
recombination is dismissed in a
couple of paragraphs, before
passing on to other subjects.
Jones does not discuss why the
Y chromosome (largely) fails to
recombine with the X, nor does he
mention dosage compensation,
which is likely to be an evolved
response to the degeneration of
the Y chromosome.
Later chapters deal with a
mixture of biological and social
issues relating to sex. Chapter 2
is concerned with the sex ratio,
both from the point of view of the
(often appalling) attitudes of
human societies to male versus
female offspring, and with the
evolutionary forces affecting the
sex ratio in animals. Chapter 3
describes the biology of sexual
development in humans, with
much emphasis on various kinds
of abnormalities. Somewhat
confusingly, he characterises
early development as ‘sexless’
(p.56), whereas rudiments of both
male and female reproductive
structures (the Wolffian and
Müllerian ducts, respectively) are
present quite early in
development, as mentioned later
on p.70. Chapters 4 and 5
provide, respectively, somewhat
salacious accounts of the biology
of the penis, and of various types
of male genital mutilation.
Chapter 6 describes the biology
of sperm. Again, a lot of
disconnected material is
presented in quick-fire
succession. For example, the
probable higher male mutation
rate in humans is mentioned on
p.135–137. Jones makes the
exaggerated claim that ‘Mutation
does at least mean that men do
something useful, as they are the
source of the raw material of
genetic change’, with the
implication that ‘a lot of evolution
takes place in the male line’.
These statements ignore the facts
that many mutations happen in
females, and that in any case
there is no distinct male
evolutionary lineage other than for
Y-linked genes.
Chapter 7 takes us back to
social issues, and is largely
concerned with paternity analysis.
The account of the principles of
the use of genetic markers is,
once again, extremely brief, and
I doubt that the general reader will
understand why the availability of
multiple, independent genetic
markers has revolutionised this
field. Chapter 8 discusses the use
of Y chromosomal markers in
studying the history of human
populations, particularly the Celtic
fringe populations in Europe. I am
not sure that the general reader
will grasp why a large block of
non-recombining DNA like the Y
chromosome allows the
reconstruction of an evolutionary
genealogy (diagrams would have
helped), or why this genealogy
applies only to this block and not
to the whole genome.
Chapter 9 is a quick trip around
sexual selection, inevitably
dealing mostly with animal
examples. Chapter 10 deals with
the alleged biologically based
differences in mental
characteristics between men and
women. Jones is rightly very
cautious about the evidence for
such difference, given the
difficulty of disentangling genetic
from social influences. Chapter 11
discusses the demographic
differences between males and
females, and the apparent decline
in sperm counts in recent years.
These chapters may be the most
useful for most of the likely
audience for the book.
Brian Charlesworth is at the Institute for
Cell, Animal and Population Biology,




Brian Charlesworth reviews Steve Jones’ new book for non-specialists
on human maleness and sexual reproduction.
Y The Descent of Man
by Steve Jones
Little, Brown 2002 London Hbk
ISBN 0 316 85615.0
